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Hearing Our Voices:
A Family Writing Project
Mary Jo Finney, Ph.D., is an assistant professor of
education at the University of Michigan-Flint

ecently, my daughter and I tried to
write a poem together. What began
as an idea with lots of energy and
enthusiasm quickly dissolved into
a frustrating experience. While we struggled
to write together, I thought of how often I ask
my students to collaborate and how truly
difficult that can be. I realized there was much
to be learned about my teaching from this
experience as a coauthor with my daughter.
At the same time I was considering the
connections between family collaborative
writing and my teaching. The University of
Michigan-Flint's Office of Service Learning
and School Partnerships was awarding small
grants to faculty interested in creating K-12
school partnerships. I took the opportunity to
investigate my questions, proposed a family
writing project, and won the grant.
I set out to design a writing experience that
would offer the children an opportunity to
experience themselves as writers in a new
context. My goal for the children was that
they would expand their views of themselves
as writers through experiencing collaboration
with a family member. My hope for the parents was that they would come to understand
the writing process as their children experience it in today's classroom while
rediscovering themselves as writers in a way
that might be different from their own early
writing experiences. Since collaboration was
the primary goal of the project. I planned to
introduce a particular form of poetry - the
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poem for two voices - to the families. The
coauthoring of his poetic form would offer
them both a brief shared experience of the
struggles and joys of writing.
I approached a fourth-grade teacher in the
greater Flint community schools to take part
in the project. Mrs. Smith* was known for
her involvement in writing initiatives at her
elementary school. She enthusiastically
agreed to recruit as many of her students as
possible to take part in the project. Admittedly, she did not have enough time to do
poetry in her classroom and was anxious to
get new ideas about introducing the genre to
her students while watching them engage in
writing with family members.
Since I wanted to allow time for parents
working outside the home to be able to attend, the sessions were scheduled from 6:00
to 7:30 p.m. The grant money provided dinner for the participants and baby-sitting costs
for younger siblings.
Without knowing how many families might
respond to the opportunity, Mrs. Smith and I
considered holding the writing sessions in the
gym or media center. After some discussion,
we agreed that meeting in their regular classroom would serve to acquaint the adult family
member with the children's daily school environment while offering the children a
different view of what could happen at their
own desks.
* All names are pseudonyms
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Mrs. Smith prepared and sent home a flyer
advertising the Family Writing Project. During the school day, she encouraged her
students to bring their parents or another adult
family member to school to write. Nine pairs
of fourth-grade students and adult family
members responded to the advertisement,
expressing their interest in attending the writ.
.
mg sess10ns.

we wrote together. Each writer would receive
a notebook and pencil.
Beyond these preliminary plans for the sessions, I avoided having a more specific
agenda. I know from my own teaching to trust
that, by carefully observing and listening to
writers, from each session comes direction for
the next.

Our First Meeting
Planning the Writing Sessions
As I prepared the four writing sessions, I
was aware of the limitations of having the
writers together for only six hours over four
weeks. How much could they really accomplish in such a short
My first questions to period of time? While
teaching in my own
the families were
classroom
forces
intended to let them
choices based on time
know they were
limits, the brevity of
the family writing
already accomplished
project required some
writers.
specific adaptations to
the writers workshop I
conduct in my classroom. Modeled after
much of Nancie Atwell 's (1998) work, I
planned to incorporate status checks, minilessons based on the writers' needs,
conferencing, and lots of reading aloud.
Though my own students continually show
me the power of leaving choices about topic
and genre to the individual writer, I knew the
project did not allow adequate time for extensive free writing to determine topic and
genre. I remembered Donald Murray's (1996)
claim about assigning topics to writers: " ...
the idea-giver has done the writer's work."
(p. 28). I decided to leave the discovery of
topic to the individual writers.
I considered whether to provide one notebook for each writer or one to be shared
between the two family members. Providing
just one notebook for each family might
nudge them into collaborating. Running the
risk of one writer monopolizing the pencil and
notebook, however, was too great. I remembered that collaborating with my daughter
involved each of us writing alone as much as
16

Two fathers, a grandfather, a teenage aunt,
five mothers, and nine fourth-graders entered
the classroom that first night. We made our
initial acquaintance over dinner at the
children's desks. As the family members finished dinner, each writer received a notebook
and pencil while I introduced the idea of collaborative writing. I explained that over the
next four weeks each family would be writing together to create a single poem and that
by our last session, each poem would he published in an anthology with a copy given to
each author and to the school library.
Knowing how consistently my students
view themselves as non-writers, my first
questions to the families were intended to let
them know they were already accomplished
writers. I asked them to make a list of the
kinds of things they write down and the kinds
of things they see their family member writing down. I suggested such things as grocery
lists, letters, and Christmas or birthday lists
as legitimp.te writing since writing to remember, to communicate with another, or to make
one's wishes known are the same motives
many a published writer has for writing.
Families confidently shared their lists aloud
(to-do lists, letters to friends, greeting cards)
perhaps with an expanded view of what it
meant to be a "writer."
I then read a poem I had written in response
to my child being ridiculed at school, confessing that, although it was not a great piece
of writing, it was among my favorites. The
choice to read a piece that I do not consider
one of my best literary accomplishments was
intentional. I was not trying to convince them
I could write. I wanted to share with them
one of the reasons why I must write.

MICHIGAN READING JOURNAL

Finally, I introduced the form of writing I
was asking each family partnership to attempt. I projected several poems for two
voices from Paul Fleischman's (1988) awardwinning Joyful Noise and Lorraine Wilson's
( 1994) Write Me a Poem for us to read aloud.
We discussed how these poems looked different from other poems. I suggested that
when they began writing they might explore
things about which they disagree. After all,
the poem has two voices, and they don't have
to agree.
It was time for sustained silent writing. I
had only two rules for the writing sessions:
no erasing and no stopping to correct grammar, mechanics, or spelling. Not knowing
how the children experienced writing in their
classroom, I made the assumption that they
and their family members viewed good writing as that which is free of errors and neatly
written. Part of this new context included
writing quickly without attention to spelling
or grammar. I explained to the writers that
sometimes too much attention to those features of writing too early interferes with
getting ideas on paper. One child immediately
inquired, "But what if my idea's messed up?"
I suggested that maybe ideas don't get messed
up, but that we might not want that idea right
now. If we erase it, it is gone forever. If we
just draw a line through it, we can come back
to it later if we need it.
As I wandered around the room, several
families shared the ideas they had generated
for potential topics. Allanah and Sherita, her
16-year-old aunt, came up with "I'm so Nice,
You're so Mean." Lisa and her mother, Elizabeth, added they had been considering writing
about bedtime. Elizabeth indicated that Lisa
hates her bedtime, but Elizabeth loves it. I
suspected Elizabeth had not been considering this topic from her perspective as a writer
but rather as Lisa's mother. I asked, "Whose
bedtime are you talking about? Do you love
your bedtime or Lisa's bedtime?" Elizabeth
thought for a moment and responded that she
hadn't considered her own bedtime. It was
clear she was taking a step out of her parent
shoes and into herself as writer. Elizabeth

wanted time to determine whose bedtime she
would be writing about in their poem.
Melissa and her grandfather, William~
posed their dilemma. "We want to write about
holidays," William began.
"Yeah, they are so bad. But we both agree
so we can't write about them," Melissa continued.
I interjected that they might agree holidays
are bad but have different ideas about why.
When I called the families back together as a
large group. Melissa and William
The enthusiasm ... had
reported they
would
write
melted away as the serious
about Melissa's
business of writing was
father, who is
under way.
William's son.
William shared
his insight: "As
Melissa talked about her dad, I kept correcting her saying, 'That's not how he is.' But
then I realized she had different ideas about
her dad than I did about my son."
I was reminded of Donald Graves' insight
(1994 ), "Poetry happens when people begin
to took at the world differently." (p .. 325).
That first evening was drawing to a close
and Melissa ran up to me as she was leaving.
"We can't think of a title." she exclaimed as
though they could not move forward until a
title had been declared. I explained to Melissa that titles are like babies. Sometimes you
have a name picked out before it's born, but
other times you have to wait until it's born
before you can figure out a names that fits. I
reassured Melissa that she and her grandfather were free to begin their poem without a
title.

Our Second Meeting: No Surprise
The second session was a difficult one. The
enthusiasm that surrounded our new beginning last week had melted away as the serious
business of writing was under way. I began
the session by having the group chorally read
"Chrysallis' Diary" and "Fireflies~,
(Fleischman, 1988). We read each poem several times since they required some rehearsal
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to be read smoothly and I wanted the children to experience the value of repeated
reading. They would become familiar with the
varied use of voice in the poetry and would
hear the beauty of the language in these poems. Later I would move them from writing
ideas to crafting the language and I could refer back to these poems when the time was
right
After several readings, the group began to
write. Most of the Literacy pairs had agreed
upon a topic for their poem. I encouraged
each participant to write a rough draft alone.
My hope was that each writer would bring to
the collaboration his or her own voice as he
or she discovered it through silent writing.
For twenty minutes the writers worked to put
into words their ideas about their topic. It
came as no surpnse
to me that many of
These writers wanted
the writers felt disc o u r a g e d ,
a finished poem, and
uninspired,
even
what they had on paper
ready to give up. At
did not look to them to
the end of their sibe anything of value.
lent writing time, I
attempted to reassure
the
participants that writing is richly rewarding,
but, as with anything of value, it does not
come without effort. So I used an analogy to
help them trust that a poem was within their
reach. I asked them to imagine a toy box brimming over with toys. If they have a particular
toy in mind it may be nearly impossible to
find it amidst all the others. It's so messy that
sometimes the only way to find what you
want is to dump the box on its end letting all
the colorful playthings spill over the floor.
While sorting through, you may find toys you
had forgotten, ones you never knew you had,
or put one piece with another creating a new
toy altogether. I went on to say that our minds
are full of so many ideas that it is sometimes
difficult to find the one idea we seem to be
looking for. It's best to just dump all our ideas
out on the paper - even the ones that don't
seem to be about our topic. We can sort
through for what we like best after we get a
18

good look at it all. There may be some wonderful surprises amidst the clutter.
When the families left that evening. I heard
their disappointment at feeling they had accomplished nothing. These writers wanted a
finished poem, and what they had on paper
did not look to them to be anything of value.
They saw the messiness of their work as mistakes and false starts rather than early drafts
waiting for revision. I was afraid their enthusiasm from the previous week was lost to their
fear that they were not real writers. It was
time to share my personal writing struggles
to model what writers do when first drafts
aren't perfect.
Before our next session, I collaborated with
my son on a poem for two voices about playing video games. I made transparencies of our
individual rough drafts, our initial attempt to
put our drafts together into one poem including notes about our points of disagreement,
and the revisions we had made and agreed to
thus far.

The Third Session: A Big Surprise
I began our third session with the story of
my son's and my collaboration. I showed the
transparency of each of our drafts and then
showed them our collaborative draft in
progress. I discussed our trouble spots, showing them the areas where we were not
agreeing and how we were attempting to resolve our differences. The group chorally read
Michael's and my most recent draft of the
poem, with the children taking Michael's side
and the adults my side.
My sharing of Michael's and my poem was
intended to introduce them to revision. More
than any other goal, I wanted these writers to
experience firsthand that a rough draft is
rarely publishable. It is a work in progress. I
compared writing to molding clay. The artist
starts with a slab of the stuff and works to
shape it. Before he is finished, the sculptor
will reshape the clay many times in varying
degrees before deciding it is time to stop.
I continued the evening focus on revision
with a mini-lesson on poetic devices. These
writers had already heard alliteration, meta-
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phor, simile, personification, and repetition
from the poetry we had read aloud. We reread the poems from our earlier sessions, and
I pointed out these poetic devices, now giving them names. I referred to our first sessions
when I compared titles to the naming of babies, finding ideas to the search for a toy, and
writing to molding clay. I said these could be
considered similes and we discussed how
comparisons strengthen our understanding of
something. I avoided discussing rhyme since
children and adults alike frequently define
poetry as writing that rhymes. Rhyme so severely limits word choice that it works against
young writers' exploration of a wide range
of language and poetic device.
After listening to what revision can entail,
one mother who had worked diligently to
generate a draft asked in disbelief, "Are we
supposed to be taking things out of our poems?" I responded that writing can be
strengthened by choosing words and using
devices that allow for more to be said with
fewer words. I suggested she and her son
might consider these devices as another way
to communicate beyond the words.
Traveling from one writing team to another,
I listened to conversations about which metaphor might work or whether to use
alliteration. Lora and Bradley were working
on a piece about their new dog, Harley. Bradley expressed his simple joy in having a new
friend while Lora was experiencing the adjustments of having an untrained puppy in the
house. Lora called me over during writing
time to express her frustration in getting the
poem the way she wanted it. As I listened to
Lora describe her exasperation with Harley.
I suggested she think of something she could
compare him to. She said Harley is like a tornado going through their house. I pointed out
she was using a simile to convey what Harley
was like. I left her to her possible revision.
At the end of the writing time during this
session, the group unanimously asked that
they be allowed to continue writing during
our last session together. I was not prepared
for their request. My original plan called for
the last night to be a read-aloud of their pubVoLUME

lished anthology. They understood that by
dedicating that last evening to final revisions
and editing, we would not have our anthology in hand before leaving. Everyone agreed
to save the last part of the final session for
reading aloud their pieces, and I would have
the anthologies printed and mailed to them
the following week.

Our Final Session
Our last session together was spent revising, editing, and sharing. Lora and Bradley
came in to the writing session having done
major revisions since our last session. Lora
had discovered that her feelings for Harley
were strong but mixed. Bradley's voice in the
poem spoke to some positive feelings she had
for the dog. She now wasn't sure the tornado
simile fit since she could think of nothing
positive about a bad storm. I offered that
sometimes there is a calm after a storm. Lora
went back to her writing to think how that
might fit into her piece about Harley. Tim and
his father felt they had finished their poem
about teachers the previous week and did not
return to it for any final revisions. They spent
the writing time in conversation with one
another. Stephanie and her mother, Marcie,
finished crafting "The Land of the Bedroom,"
which explored the geography of Stephanie's
messy room.
When it was time to end the writing session, many expressed disappointment they did
not have more time to finish and reluctantly
gave me their poem for editing and publication. I shared with them what I have taken to
heart from Paul Valery (Murray, 1990. p ..
197), "A poem is never finished, only abandoned." I reassured those who had not edited
their poems that I would serve as editor
changing only spelling or grammar to standard conventional form.
We ended the session in celebration of the
fine work every writer had undertaken. Each
poetry performance was met with applause
as many nervous writers read aloud their poems for the first time. Some participants had
invited other family members to witness the
poetry read-aloud. I expressed my hope that
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all had experienced the joy that comes from
the struggle to write and congratulated them
on being published writers of the anthology
which we titled Hearing Our Voices.

Lessons for My Teaching
I was moved by all that I learned in such a
short time from observing and working with
these families of writers. While I think about
this experience and its relevance to my teaching, here is what I have discovered and the
questions that remain:
1.
Sometimes all a person
needs to begin writing is an invitation. The involvement of each family member in this project was strong
and willful. There was no obligation
to participate or remain with the
project and yet sixteen family members completed the entire series of
sessions. While I wondered if the free
dinner was the draw for participants,
it was clear by their active engagement that first night and during each
session and their unanimous request
for another writing session that they
weren't coming for the food. These
families wanted to write.
2.
My assumption that not
much of value could be accomplished
in so short a period of time was
wrong. The brevity of the writing
project did not appear to diminish the
writers' depth of commitment to their
writing. While I still believe that sustained attention to a piece of writing
is preferable over a quickly drafted,
minimally crafted piece, these writers displayed the ownership, commitment , and pride for their work that I
thought was only possible among established writers working over an
extended period of time.
3.
The speed at which the
families opened up and honestly
shared their writing struggles and discoveries was remarkable. I work hard
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to establish and maintain safe writing environment in my classroom and
it often takes considerable time for
my students to take risks as writers.
I had expected these writers, particularly the adults, to be reluctant to open
up to one another. For the first
evening when Robert and Elizabeth
revealed that they had just discovered
they held different views than their
fourth graders; the group became a
community within which all aspects
of the writing experience could safely
be explored. I work hard to establish
and maintain a safe writing environment in my classroom, and it often
takes considerable time for my students to take risks as writers. I had
expected these writers, particularly
the adults, to be reluctant to open up
to one another. From that first
evening, when Robert and Elizabeth
revealed that they had just discovered
they held views different from their
fourth-graders', the group became a
community within which all aspects
of the writing experience could safely
be explored.
4.
A poem for two voices is a
natural route into collaboration. It allows each writer a voice within the
poem while offering the opportunity
for a unified voice to the extent determined by the collaborators. Besides its literary merits, this poetic
form begs the individual to understand his or her view more deeply as
the topic is explored from different
perspectives.
5.
I continue to be amazed by
the power of writers workshops. The
number of instructional goals that are
met by listening and responding to
writers' needs as they arise is staggering. These families experienced
choral reading, echo reading, rereading, being read to, writing alone, writ-
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ing together, writing rough drafts,
whole-class conferencing, revising,
editing, and publishing. They heard
and then experimented in their writing with metaphor, simile, repetition,
alliteration, and personification. They
stepped in and out of writing alone
and together about a topic they had
to choose themselves. Aside from my
suggesting the poetic form and having a predetermined number of writing sessions, these writers controlled
every aspect of their writing. When
the writing time came to a close, they
asked for more.
As for my daughter and I, we finished our
poem for two voices. Jennifer asked if we
could read it aloud to one of my classes, and
I agreed. My students listened to our voices
and then filled the room with their questions
about what it was like to collaborate.
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